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Summary 
The aim of this study is to examine knowledge processes in online spaces. It focuses on three 

particular cases: the Bonfireside Chat podcast, the community around the computer game 

Europa Universalis 4, and the Supernatural fandom. By applying the frameworks of Wenger’s 

(1998) communities of practice and Hall’s (1980) modes of reading, it examines how these 

spaces and their communities engage with their respective media artifacts. It concludes that 

these processes display high levels of complexity and literacy, and that a deeper understanding 

of such processes is useful in developing future educational efforts, online as well as offline. 
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1. Introduction 

Social media is new only in the sense that children are new. While both are certainly new actors 

upon the stage that is the world, neither are unprecedented, and we know the generalities 

about where they are headed. Especially when it comes to children. From developmental 

psychology we know roughly how they will develop, from our national curricula we know 

roughly what bodies of knowledge they will encounter, from sociology we gather a rough draft 

of the conditions of modernity under which they will then go on to live. Analogously, saying 

that social media is new and unprecedented is to deny ourselves useful tools for understanding 

the contexts and practices within which they will be employed. While particular media might be 

new, contexts and practices are not. Nor are communities of practice. 

Children come into being by participating in and interacting with the world surrounding them. 

This is a foundational premise for many a philosopher of pedagogy (Kroksmark 2011), and it 

holds true also for social media. Social media participates in the world around it, being at the 

same time a part of it and affecting it through this being a part. The children of the day, too, 

participate in these very same social media, and are affected by the same dialectics of 

participation. To them, saying that social media is “new” is not a statement of fact, but a 

statement of age; it simply means you were born too early. 

John Dewey (1916) wrote: “the act of learning or studying is artificial and ineffective in the 

degree in which pupils are merely presented with a lesson to be learned. Study is effectual in 

the degree in which the pupil realizes [its relevance to] carrying to fruition activities in which he 

is concerned” (p 158). The fact that many of the things that concern the children of today take 

place in mediated form or online (or both) does not take away from Dewey’s insight. But it 

suggests that we need to understand the knowledge processes that determine what is 

interesting, relevant and current in these forms. Not only to relate this to the contents of our 

educational ambitions, but also to understand the dynamics of learning as it actually takes 

place. Learning does not happen in a void, but in a dialectical interplay between those things 

interesting and necessary. 
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Of course, the phrase “those things interesting and necessary” leaves much to be desired in 

terms of clarity and specificity. What things? Interesting to whom? Necessary in what context? 

These are good questions to ask, and this essay is an attempt to expand on these questions.  

The titular phrase “sites of knowledge”, too, is rather vague, as the word “site” can be read as 

both “place” and “website”. As with any pun, the answer to any question of whether it pertains 

to either of the possible readings is “yes”. The overall aim of this essay is to relate one site of 

knowledge – schools – with another – social media. While this essay will not provide any 

definite answers to questions of how schools can and should relate to social media, it will 

hopefully help readers ask better questions about both sites. And asking better questions is a 

virtue of both educators and learners alike. 

2. Research questions  

This essay will discuss knowledge processes in online spaces, including social media. Using the 

theory of communities of practice as a framework, three such spaces will be examined: the 

Supernatural fandom, the community around Europa Universalis 4, and the podcast Bonfireside 

Chat. The purpose of these examinations is to uncover the knowledge processes at work there. 

The main research questions are as follows: 

How can we understand the knowledge processes that take place in online spaces? 

How does the acquisition of knowledge and skills in such spaces relate to formal education? 

2.1 Limitations and demarcations 
While there certainly is material enough to perform a detailed analysis of each community and 

their specific characteristics, this is not a study of the particulars of the communities examined. 

Nor is it a study of the lore of these particular communities – for example, the Supernatural 

backstory, the patch version history of EUIV or the iterations of Bonfireside Chat. The main 

focus will be the “hows”, rather than the “whats”. 



 

3 

 

Neither is it a study of the specific social functions of exchanges within these communities – i.e. 

how roles are distributed and maintained through uses of knowledge about the things which 

the communities are formed around. 

Nor is it a study of the interfaces of the various sites the communities use to facilitate their 

knowledge processing, or of the social media these communities employ. This essay assumes 

the reader is digitally literate and takes it as doxa that web pages are downloaded through a 

web browser, browsed by clicking hyperlinks, and found by means of entering words of interest 

into search engines.  

3. Background  

Before discussing the concept of communities of practice, it might be fruitful to take a detour 

through a few classical theories of media effect. This in part to introduce new readers to the 

history of these theories, and in part to place the concept in context. By discussing these 

theories, it is my hope to convey a clearer understanding of the subject matter at hand, and to 

avoid unnecessary confusion. Such discussions also serve as a pedagogic introduction to the 

main themes of this essay. 

A unifying aspect of these theories is the structural conception of communicating as consisting 

of three main parts. These being a sender, a message and a receiver. The more subtle theories 

make subtler distinctions, but these are the main components of the theories about to be 

discussed. (Balnaves et al 2009; Williams 2003) 

One of the earliest theories of media effects is the so called magic bullet-theory (Balnaves et al 

2009) The main point of this theory is that media has a more or less immediate and universal 

effect on those that are exposed to it. Given that the human body is roughly universally equal 

whoever you are, and that the effects of any broadly defined stimulus tend to be the same 

regardless of your particulars, media should by analogy have the same universal effects. The 

name given to this theory is a metaphor for this effect – no matter who the target audience is, 
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being hit by the magic bullet of media exposure will generate the same overall effect. The only 

way to protect oneself from its effect is to avoid the particular media artifact in question. 

The biggest flaw of this theory is its determinism. It assumes that once a message is formulated 

and mediated, its reception will be universally identical across the board. It does not take into 

account differences between audiences and zeitgeists, and thus any analysis that follows from 

it will be of limited usefulness. It focuses entirely on the message and neglects the importance 

of the audience. (Williams 2003) 

An attempt to get past this determinism is Katz and Lazarsfeld’s (2006) theory on opinion 

leaders.  The theory adds an additional step between message and audience – the 

aforementioned opinion leaders. The main point is that these partake of the media message, 

and then mediates this to other persons in their local social vicinity. An example might be 

someone who reads the morning paper aloud at the breakfast table. Another example is a sage 

who is locally reknown for being knowledgeable in a certain field, and whose opinions are 

sought after and respected. 

An important aspect of this theory is that the transmission of message between sender and 

audience is not immediate. The person reading aloud from a morning newspaper makes some 

selection about what news to relate to the listening audience, and the voice this news is read in 

affect their impact on this same audience1. Conversely, it is possible for our knowledgeable 

sage to relate something they read years and years ago when asked. In both cases, the opinion 

leader adds some element of their personhood to the information relayed, and thus affects the 

message. Or, to borrow a quote: “the traditional image of the mass persuasion process must 

make room for ‘people’ as intervening factors between the stimuli of the media and the 

resultant opinions, decisions and actions” (Katz and Lazarzfeld 2006. p 32-33). 

                                                           
1 To quote the poet Klingenberg (2015): 

He reads the newspaper on my kitchen table before work. 

He brings me croissants, 

he lights the fireplace without even using matches. 



 

5 

 

Another aspect of this theory is the time within which it was formulated. The media landscape 

has changed in the decades between the 1950s and now, and access to media has changed as 

well. Yet this does not change the role of opinion leaders, only the particulars of how they 

affect opinions. Though many people can now read the morning news on their online devices, 

choosing which news to read is not always an obvious choice. Opinion leaders still have a role, 

both despite and because of the arrival of new media. 

Stuart Hall (1980) moves further with his theory of encoding/decoding. The sender codes 

(formulates, produces) a message in a certain way in the hopes that this will have a certain 

effect, and thereafter sends it to the audience. The audience, in turn, then uses its 

understanding to decode the message. Hall makes a point of noting that there is not only one 

“correct” way to decode a message, and that audiences have a certain degree of freedom to 

choose the mode in which they decode any particular message. The audience consists of active 

subjects rather than passive objects. 

Partaking of a media message is thus an active process, wherein the subject engages with the 

message in question. This might be done with varying degrees of intensity, and with different 

intentionalities. A fast reader will skim through the text and decode the gist of the message, 

while a close reader will investigate in finer detail. Both are possible ways of reading, and both 

options are open to the audience. 

Chapter five will continue the discussion about Hall’s (1980) modes of reading. For now, it is 

worth noting the gradual increase of complexity of theories on media effects. From the magic 

bullet theory (with its simple charm) to the complex interplay of community and intentionality. 

From this cursory overview of media effect theories, we garner the key aspects of what we will 

need in order to understand communities of practice. 

These aspects could be summarized as follows: the effect any given media message will have 

depends on the circumstances in which it is received, and with which intentionality it is 

processed. It is not sufficient to be exposed to a message to comprehend it – a person must 

engage with it to comprehend it. This engagement is not a universal constant, and it differs 
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between social situations, ambitions, time frames etc. Ever so gradually, this chapter is 

approaching the concept of communities of practice (Lave & Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998), and 

the notion that the same media artifacts will be engaged with differently by different such 

communities.  

The concept of communities of practice will be discussed further in chapter five. At this point, it 

suffices to note how far removed we are from the simplistic notion of direct media effect. It is 

my hope that this short introduction has introduced you to the structural elements of the 

analysis that will follow: the sender, the message, the encoding/decoding of said message and 

the audience. 

3.1 The media artifacts whose communities will be analyzed 

This essay does not set out to do a detailed analysis of any of the media artifacts whose 

communities it analyses. Nevertheless, a general overview of the overall themes of these 

artifacts is useful in giving context to the analysis that is to follow. 

3.1.1 Bonfireside Chat  

Bonfireside Chat is a podcast by Gary Butterfield and Cole Ross that systematically goes through 

various installments of the Souls series. (A podcast is akin to a radio show, only the episodes are 

downloaded or streamed online rather than broadcasted.) It is part of the duckfeed.tv network 

of podcasts, which cover many topics relating to popular culture, computer games and other 

kinds of contemporary entertainment. The Bonfireside Chat differs from other podcasts on this 

network by being almost exclusively devoted to a particular set of media artifacts, rather than a 

genre or time period in more general terms.2 

3.1.2 Europa Universalis 4  

Europa Universalis 4 (EUIV) is a grand strategy computer game published by Paradox Interactive 

in 2013, casting the player as any country in the early stages of modernity. Beginning in 1444 

and continuing through to 1821, the player is tasked with forging diplomatic alliances, waging 

                                                           
2 The podcast and a summary of the most recent episodes can be found here http://duckfeed.tv/bonfiresidechat/ 
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wars, building economies and conducting trade, and to adapt to the changes in all of these 

areas as history marches forward. The term “grand strategy” is meant to denote that the player 

has to think of everything, from economic policy to the best placement of armies, and to use 

these strategic elements to best effect in competition with others utilizing the same elements. 

There is no explicit end goal of the game, and it is up to the player to define what they want to 

achieve in their playthroughs. While it is possible to take over the game world in its entirety, 

more often than not players tend to have more local goals – such as uniting Great Britain, 

restoring the Roman Empire3 or securing dominion over the colonies of the New World. The 

world is the player’s oyster, as it were, but only if the player can manage to navigate the many 

strategic layers the game thrusts upon them. 

3.1.3 Supernatural  

Supernatural is a television series which premiered in 2005, and has been on the air ever since. 

Over its eleven seasons, it has spawned a massive following with millions of fans worldwide. 

Included among these fans is a self-identified fandom, which refers to itself as the Supernatural 

Fandom, and which is very active in discussing new happenings in and around the show. This 

Fandom is very self-aware, as its self-proclaimed name suggests, and often makes meta-

referential jokes about itself. 

The series is about two brothers, Sam and Dean, who travel across the United States fighting 

various supernatural foes. Each episode is a self-contained story, often following a “monster of 

the week” formula, but also contributes to a larger story arch. Over the years, these larger story 

arches have included antagonists such as demons, angels, Lucifer and even the gods 

themselves. The series has a rich theological undertone, and the mythology has expanded to 

include many contemporary supernatural and theological themes. 

                                                           
3 Style points and bragging rights are awarded to those who manage to do this while playing as the Byzantine 

Empire. 
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4. Research overview 

This chapter is structured in such a way that it presents a particular study, and then mentions 

other studies conducted along the same lines. The reasoning behind this is to provide a broad 

overview of common themes without miring the presentation with minutiae. While the 

individual studies mentioned in this way differ with regards to subject matter, methodology and 

discipline, they share enough similarities in both points of view and overall conclusions to 

support the more general statements immediately preceding them. 

Brian King (2014) discusses the inherent perils of generalizing about groups of people in 

general, and by doing it while using the concept of communities of practice in particular. King 

advices researchers who use the concept to note that it is not sufficient that people in 

proximity do things together, and that applying the label too widely might lead researchers to 

miss aspects of and divisions within the population studied. While mutual participation is a 

precondition, additional conditions are also required, such as a shared discourse and a shared 

identity that goes beyond mere physical proximity. The example King uses is of airplane 

passengers, who do not form a community despite being engaged in a common activity. While 

undeniably oriented towards the same goal, labeling these passengers as a community of 

practice would lead to assumptions that are not helpful in understanding the situation at hand. 

Especially with regards to classrooms (Haneda 2006). (See also Davies 2006; Gee 2006; Scollon 

2001) 

Doug Tewksbury (2013) studied knowledge sharing in the Occupy movement, mainly that which 

took place at their website howtooccupy.org. He found two main strands of this knowledge 

sharing. The first was the sharing of practical information regarding how to perform an 

occupation and other activities associated with doing things in the urban outdoors – how to 

stay warm, how to hold large-scale meetings, how to avoid confrontations with residents and 

the police etc. The second was of a more ideological nature, and concerned questions such as 

why the movement protested, what the movement wanted to accomplish and potential new 

avenues of protest. The ideological discussions served as a social glue to keep the movement 

coherent. The new avenues discussed could also be put to the test, and the experience 
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gathered from protesting in these new ways could be fed back into the shared pool of 

information available to the movement and its members. The recruitment of new members to 

the movement was in many ways facilitated by the sharing of practical information regarding 

how to occupy. Being a loose community, where the conditions of entry are to partake of the 

very activity described, this represents a virtuous cycle: the more who joined, the more 

practical information could be accumulated, which in turn lowered the bar to entry, etc., 

creating a feedback loop between community learning and community doing. (See also Angouri 

and Sanderson 2016; Tveden-Nyborg et al 2012.)  

Matt Hills (2015) studied the ongoing codification of accumulated knowledge among Doctor 

Who fans, specifically in online databases such as wikis. Hills found that such codifications were 

often the result of the combined knowledge about the production of a show (in terms of 

technique, corporate ownership, and showrunner personalities), deep lore of the show (in the 

case of Doctor Who going back decades), and the information given in the most recent 

episodes. This blend creates a rich, information-dense and up to date summary of what has 

occurred in the show so far, drawing upon resources both within and without the show. These 

codifications were then used by Doctor Who fans to have informed discussions about recent 

events, formulate hypotheses about what was to come, and to inform newcomers as to the 

current state of things. Hills also found that this presented a challenge to researchers who 

wanted to study the knowledge processing of these fandoms. Since the purpose of these 

databases is to gather and distribute what is presently known, it is constantly edited, updated 

and modified. This makes it difficult to use such databases for archival purposes and to study 

how the community used to view certain things before new information came to fore. While 

useful for getting to know what a particular community is thinking and talking about at the 

present moment, the study of such databases paradoxically provide more of a snapshot than a 

document folder. Communities live in the present, and their databases follow suit. (See also 

Pratt and Back 2013.) 

Louisa Stein and Kristina Busse (2009) discuss the production of fan fiction, and how authors of 

such works relate both to the source material and to other fan fiction. Fan fiction is not written 
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in a vacuum, and tend to have communities surrounding it. These communities consist of 

readers and other authors, who bring with them expectations and the inherent potential of 

both approval and disapproval. While all fan fiction (by definition) has to relate to a source 

material in some way, it also relates to other writings in the same genre – in terms of style, 

tropes, narrative aspects, coherence (and to some extent fidelity) to established canon, and so 

on. In short, fan fiction exists within complex frameworks of narrative, social and intertextual 

references, and fan fiction authors navigate these frameworks in order to produce their works. 

The main purpose of fan fiction is not to retell the same story as given by the source material, 

but to reexamine this material and reimagine it into new stories. (See also Herbig & Hermann 

2016; Isaksson 2014; Jenkins 2006) 

Andrew Salvati (2015) discusses podcasting in general and the Hardcore History podcast in 

particular. This podcast is, as the name implies, a podcast about history. Salvati notes that the 

producer of this podcast, a former journalist by the name of Dan Carlin, uses similar ways of 

relating to the (historical) source material as writers of fan fiction. By referring to himself as a 

fan of history, Carlin disavows any pretense of being what he calls a “real historian”, thus 

distancing himself from such an identity and the genre conventions that come with it. This frees 

up the possibility of engaging with the source material in a creative and dramatic way, and to 

present historical processes to his audience in ways that do not conform to the rigors of history 

as a science. Carlin is more interested in telling a story than history, as it were, and in the 

process of telling this story he utilizes all the tools of fan fiction: retelling, reexamining, 

reimagining, at times even remixing. (A similar negotiation of producer/journalist identity is 

discussed by Matsganis and Katz 2014.) 

Erik Andersson (2013) analyses the political socialization of young persons in a particular online 

space, and how the discussions taking place in this online space relate to the educational 

practices in use in the Swedish educational system. He finds that the skills acquired when 

debating political topics online correspond to those the educational system aims to convey, but 

that schools are not always prepared to facilitate pupils bringing these skills (and the 

sometimes controversial political topics associated with them through their online practices) 
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into educational settings. There is a mismatch between on the one hand educational practices 

and on the other hand skills acquired through online participation. Online political discussions 

foster skills needed to actualize oneself as a social and political subject, which are stated as 

educational goals to aim for. Yet bringing these actualizations into the classroom tends to be 

regarded as a source of conflict rather than a legitimate display of such skills. 

Katarina Schmidt (2013) analyses literacy events that take place outside of formal educational 

situations aimed to teach literacy. There is a disconnect between reading as a school activity 

and reading as something you do by virtue of doing something else. The former includes books, 

reference works and the ability to answer questions asked in school settings. The latter includes 

computer games, comic books, social media, youtube videos, television shows and a whole host 

of activities that include reading as a component, but is not seen as “reading” in the former 

sense. There is a tendency to overlook instances of literacy in more formal educational settings, 

and there are many opportunities to expand and refine literacy teaching. (See also Wright 

2007) 

4.1 Summary and implications for this study 
The purpose of this essay is to study online knowledge processes and explore how these 

processes relate to formal educational practices. The studies above were sought out and 

presented because they each contribute towards fulfilling these purposes. Tewksbury (2013), 

Hills (2015) and Salvati (2015) studied specific sites of knowledge and the knowledge processes 

that take place there. Stein and Busse (2009) explored the discursive conditions for fan fiction 

(a particular knowledge process). Andersson (2013) and Schmidt (2013) both studied practices 

in formal education which conflict with knowledge processes that take place outside school 

settings. Taken together, these studies outline a situation where there are many formations of 

knowledge that take place online, and that the results of such processes are not always 

recognized within the framework of formal education. 

Of these studies, only Andersson (2013) and Schmidt (2013) explicitly relate the 

aforementioned processes to educational practices. Andersson (2013), while in-depth, is mainly 

focused on one particular data point. Schmidt (2013), conversely, focuses on the multiplicity of 
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data points, and what such a multiplicity implies. While I do not dispute their methodological 

choices, it seems to me there is an unexplored middle ground between these approaches. This 

essay will attempt to explore this middle ground. 

King (2014), lastly, serves as a reminder to be methodologically cautious when applying the 

concept of communities of practice. Not every online space is a community (see section 5.3 

below), and neither is every classroom. This is useful information both in the context of this 

study, and in the potential contexts it might eventually become relevant to. 

4.2 A few words about search methodology 
A few words are required as to how I found these texts. Two of them – Andersson (2013) and 

Schmidt (2013) – are recent dissertations from Örebro University, and thus close to home. The 

other texts were found through using a combination of database searches – primarily in Eric 

(EBSCO) and Communication & Mass Media Complete – and snowballing. The search terms 

began generically (e.g. “communities of practice”, “fandom”, “fan fiction”), and were then 

combined with other search terms (e.g. “education”) in order to narrow down the results to 

volumes both readable and relevant. The relevant and read articles contained references to 

other articles, which I promptly followed up on. 

5. Theory 

In this chapter, three main topics will be discussed. The first is Stuart Hall’s (1980) different 

modes of reading, and how these can be used to understand how a person or a group 

approaches a particular text. The second is Etienne Wenger’s (1998) communities of practice, 

and various aspects of such communities. The third is a note on online spaces, and how to 

understand these in relation to the aforementioned communities. 

5.1 Modes of reading  

Hall (1980) bases his analysis of media on the basic units of sender-message-audience. It is not 

a simple matter of knowledge transfer, though – the sender encodes (formulates, produces, 

edits etc) the message in a certain way so as to engender a certain effect in the audience. The 
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audience then decodes this message in order to avail themselves of its contents. The act of 

reading is an active engagement with the encoded material at hand, and its success is 

contingent on the reader committing to the effort of decoding. 

Hall (1980) differentiates between three different modes of reading/decoding. These three are 

the dominant reading, the negotiated reading and the oppositional reading. 

A dominant reading happens when a reader decodes a message in such a way that they 

(singular they) understand and accept it as it is meant to be understood and accepted – either 

by the author or by the social circumstances it is presented in (in terms of genre, zeitgeist or the 

specific situation the text is relevant to; see section 5.3). The reader can follow the internal 

logic of the message and the codes it applies, and with enough engaged reading reproduce 

these at a later stage. The message is received, understood and accepted. 

A negotiated reading takes place when a reader decodes a message in such a way that they 

accept part of it, but find some parts of it hard to accept without modification and, indeed, 

negotiation. The reader might accept some claims a text made, but bring to bear knowledge 

about circumstances which the text does not mention. Using this preexisting knowledge, the 

reader can negotiate with the text and, with enough engagement, come to a nuanced 

understanding of what the text wants and how to respond to it. (An example of this is when an 

author finds some particular aspect “problematic”; when something is problematic, it has to be 

interrogated and re-understood in terms not given by a dominant reading, yet it is not to be 

discarded out of hand.) 

An oppositional reading takes place when a reader decodes a message in such a way that they 

understand it, but reject it. The reader understands what the message wants to convey, but 

opposes it for various reasons. An example might be a communist reading a neoliberal 

manifesto on the virtues of the free market – while reading this manifesto, our reader might 

very well understand the claims and arguments being made, yet remain utterly unconvinced of 

them. Our reader would understand the dominant reading, but nevertheless find it lacking, and 

want to supplant it with a completely different reading that applies radically different codes. 
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It is important to remember that the dominant reading is not synonymous with a reader 

understanding the message. Hall (1980) does not give us a dichotomy between understanding 

and not understanding; rather, he gives us three modes of understanding. As the reader 

engages with and decodes the message, they can do so in any of these three modes.  

Gurevitch & Scannell (2003) recount the history of Hall’s encoding/decoding paper, and that it 

took many forms before it became Hall (1980). The authors note that earlier drafts of Hall’s 

encoding/decoding paper situated itself in a different manner than the 1980 version. 

Specifically, they describe how the 1973 draft explicitly argued against the notion that 

understanding media was a process of eliminating errors in transmission, and that the role of 

mass communication sociology was to eliminate such transmission errors in order to facilitate 

proper audience responses. This polemic was toned down in the 1980 version, since the notion 

that communication was either understood or faulty became less relevant in the contemporary 

scientific climate, but it is interesting to note this shift, and what it implies in terms of media 

literacy. 

As you might have gathered by reading up to this point, Hall (1980) does not work with a notion 

of “proper” responses, but rather of different ones. The fact that an audience does not agree 

with the powers that be is not indicative of faulty communication; to the contrary, the 

communication might work perfectly, and not agreeing might be a politically legitimate form of 

democratic participation (Gronbeck 2004). The readers – be they individuals or communities – 

have a certain amount of autonomy with regards to how to read and understand texts (and, 

importantly, if a reading is performed at all). The act of encoding does not determine the act of 

decoding, as it were. 

5.2 Communities of practice  

A community of practice is a group formed around the repeated enacting of a certain practice. 

That is to say, over time, the repetition of the shared activities will give rise to a shared 

understanding of this practice, and in some cases a community around the shared experience 

of having interacted in this manner. Gradually, this shared experience will solidify in various 
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ways, such as in specialized vocabularies to describe common occurrences, tradition 

commemorating past events, and social rituals hard to understand for those not in the know. 

Given enough time, these might be formalized into institutions, which documents its history 

and vocabulary in formal documents, but most communities tend to be of the informal, 

undocumented kind. (Lave and Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998) 

Wenger (1998) gives four premises for the concept of communities of practice. These are that 

1) humans are social beings, 2) knowledge is related to practical activities, 3) knowledge is 

actualized in the participation in such activities and 4) learning involves meaningful interaction 

with the world as it is. From these four premises, he builds a model of learning based on the 

joint activities of groups in social settings – indeed, communities of practice. 

Wenger (1998) makes the point that these things are interrelated, and that it is hard to use one 

premise without implying the others. For instance, premise one suggests premise four, in as 

much as the world as it is contains humans that are social beings and that humans interact with 

each other in the processes of learning. Equally, premise three is implied by premise two, and 

so on and so forth. 

While two of the main components of the theoretical foundations of communities of practice 

are mentioned in the very concept – communities and practice – according to Wenger (1998) 

two more components are needed in order to understand them fully. These two are meaning 

and identity. 

The word practice is both simple and complex at the same time. On the one hand, it can be 

related to the ancient Greek word praxis, which means the art of knowing how to do things 

well. On the other hand, it can also be the act of doing things together in practice, without 

being particularly good at it (but, perhaps, with the aim of becoming better). This distinction is 

subtle, as merely doing things together is sufficient to perform the practice part of a community 

of practice. But at the same time, the notion of doing something well is always-already inherent 

in the community, especially as this community grows ever more established and refined. 

(Aristotle 2002; Thomassen 2007) 
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This leads us to the word community, which is slightly harder to define (Bauman 2004). 

Participating in a shared activity over time gives rise to a sense of community, which would 

suggest that practice is community. However, given enough time, a particular community will 

develop enough self-referential history that merely engaging in a particular practice is 

insufficient to immediately understand a particular community’s vocabulary and shared 

references. While communities arise from practice, practice is not synonymous with 

community. (King 2014; Wenger 1998) 

Identity is a word with a rich history and many definitions (Bauman 2001; Heidegger 2002). For 

our purposes, it is enough to note that those who participate for a sufficiently long enough time 

in a particular community will assume it as a part of their identity. The specialized vocabulary, 

the rituals, the shared understandings will be internalized to such a degree that they are now 

(albeit sometimes very small) part of a person’s identity. They do and have done a particular 

thing for a long time; they are a person who does that thing. 

This leaves only the last part, meaning. As suggested by the word choices in the paragraph 

above, a community will over time form shared vocabularies, rituals and understandings of 

phenomena that are frequently encountered or talked about. This will shape what a particular 

community finds meaningful (and thus prioritize) and what it does not find meaningful (and 

thus does not prioritize). This follows from learning being an aspect of interacting with the 

world as it is, and the world being with the community interacting with it.  

All of these aspects are interrelated, and Wenger (1998) makes a point of reiterating this point. 

Each aspect feeds into the others, and together they form a community of practice – a 

community of peers engaged in an activity with a shared understanding of what this activity is 

and how it is to be conducted. This shared understanding takes many forms, and Wenger 

exemplifies these as things such as “routines, words, tools, ways of doing things, stories, 

gestures, symbols, genres, actions or concepts” (p 83). A community of practice is not just one 

singular thing, but rather an aggregate of those things that go into making something happen. 
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The core concept of a community of practice is participation. The doing is what makes 

everything tick, and being part of this doing is what includes a person into a particular 

community at a particular time. Expanding upon what Dewey said about learning by doing, 

these communities are doing and learning together over time. Or, to invoke Aristotle (2002): 

you are what you do. Participation is key. 

Becoming a part of a community is described by Lave and Wenger (1991) as a process, wherein 

prospective new members are at first given peripheral tasks to perform, and then gradually are 

given more and more involved tasks until they are participating fully. Becoming a member and 

learning the ropes (so to speak) are thus interrelated; the more someone has learned, the more 

fully they can be incorporated in the everyday doings. Again, you are what you do. 

Pierre Bourdieu (1991) puts an amusing spin on this. Someone asks if you know how to do 

something, and you say you do. In short order, you are asked to use this knowledge in some 

fashion. Not wanting to let your peers down, you find out how to do the thing asked of you, and 

do it. Before you know it, you are known as someone who knows, and are frequently asked to 

put what you know to use. By virtue of this cycle, you have acquired a certain skillset you would 

not have acquired otherwise, and an identity related to this skillset. 

Over time, communities have a tendency to reify their rituals, rules and tools (Säljö 2000). 

Reification means to turn into a thing – a literal thing or a metaphorical thing, as the case might 

be. In the case of community rituals, reification would mean the creation or design of the 

physical things needed to perform them (such as a football team all wearing the same colors). 

In a more metaphorical sense, this takes the form of writing down the informal rules that 

govern a community and codifying them into an official body of text. Reification is the process 

of turning practice into objects, from small signs of inclusion to whole buildings bearing the 

community’s name. The practice leaves a physical mark upon the world, and transforms it as 

much as it transforms the participants. (Wenger 1998) 

There is a tension between participation and reification, however. The clearest example of this 

would be an organization (itself a reification of a practice) having outdated rules in regards to 
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the practices of its members. The rules are reified in order to give members a clear 

understanding of what to do and not to do, yet the practice may have evolved due to external 

factors (economic, social, technological etc). Practices change, but things have a tendency to 

remain constant, and thus tension arise between them. 

Another example of this is when current members of an organization read what the same 

organization wrote decades ago, and do not agree with what the organization stood for back 

then. The practices and the identities associated with the organization have gradually evolved 

over the years, and become something different from what they were before. Yet a thing 

written remains unchanged, and may not age well, even though it is still a representation of 

what the organization thought and did all those years ago.4 

David Barton & Mary Hamilton (2005) point out that the process of reification can be 

understood through the framework of literacy, and that Wenger implicitly uses such a 

framework. They note that Wenger (1998) primarily uses the word ‘reification’ to refer to the 

production of literary artifacts in a very loose sense, and that the understanding of this 

production can be nuanced further using theories on literacy. Both in the sense that it clarifies 

that the process of reification is wider than just those activities requiring literacy, and in the 

sense that those aspects that do concern literacy can be contextualized within an existing 

framework of literacy studies. 

The tension between participation and reification is neither automatically good nor bad. It 

arises from the nature of human communities being situated in time and place, and the 

changes that follows when time passes. It does, however, lead to interesting methodological 

considerations, which will inform the chapter on methodology. 

5.3 Online spaces 
A final theoretical note regards the status of online spaces. The question of “where” things are 

when they are online is complex, both technically and socially. In a technical sense, it makes 

                                                           
4 Astute readers will have already noted that this is the opposite situation of what Hills (2015) described above 

with regards to the impermanence of databases. 
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little difference if a thing is either here or these; the computers treat them the same way 

regardless. Socially, however, it makes a difference, since users relate to different places in 

different ways. For the purposes of this essay, it is best to think of online spaces in the same 

way Henri Lefebvre (1991) discusses social spaces: as places where certain actions are made 

possible, encouraged and given permission to happen. It is possible to create many different 

spaces, and depending on where something takes place, the same actions take on different 

meanings and significance. Something that happens on a theatre stage (a very particular kind of 

space) is interpreted differently than that which happens on a parking lot. Online spaces work 

in the same way, and thus knowing where things take place also to certain extent also informs 

how they take place. The same goes for the social expectations bound to these places. 

Following from this, many online spaces are of a specialized nature. That is to say, these spaces 

have a purpose, and those who participate in these spaces are expected to adhere to these 

purposes. This gives individuals room to shed aspects of their identities whilst partaking of 

discussions in these places (Turkle 1995). If a given space is purposed towards discussing a 

certain topic, it does not matter who a given participant is; as long as they can converse fluently 

on this topic, their participation is valid. This opens up for participation of people who might 

otherwise hesitate to make their voices heard (Schmidt 2011), or those who find themselves 

wanting to talk about one particular topic but are unable to find others with similar interests in 

their social proximity (Andersson 2013). 

A final word on the word “community”. In general doxa, the words “online community” 

denotes a certain kind of online space which specializes in being a social hub more broadly (e.g. 

LiveJournal, Lunarstorm or Helgon). Since this is an essay on the topic of communities of 

practice, confusion might arise as to what is meant by the word “community” in this context. 

None of the artifacts analyzed below are bound to communities akin to those mentioned, and 

the word is used here exclusively to refer to Wenger’s (1998) communities as described above. 
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6. Method  

As we have seen, communities of practice consists of two examinable parts: participation and 

reification (the artifacts generated by the acts and processes of participation). 

Methodologically, this means that in order to study a community, both of these aspects have to 

considered – both the participation as it takes place in the present, and the artifacts it leaves 

behind after the deeds are done. A study of any given community of practice will have to 

examine both aspects and their interrelations. To borrow an insight from Kozinets (2010): 

analyzing online communities “involves consideration of the structural properties of […] 

networks as well as the structural properties of individuals within those networks” (p 52). The 

methodology is designed largely with these structural properties in mind. 

The methodology is also based on the Lasswell model of communication, which consists of the 

following analytical question: who says what in what channel to whom with what effect? While 

it might seem an easy question to answer, it becomes five methodological steps when 

systematized: who (1) says what (2) in what channel (3) to whom (4) with what effect (5). The 

last part is of particular interest, especially as it related to community identity formation and 

shared sense of meaning. (Watt Boolsen 2007) 

When it comes to computer mediated communication (Herring 1996, 2010), participation and 

the production of artifacts are often the same thing. Facebook posts, tweets, wikis and forum 

responses are examples of such artifacts, which are accessible for examination and study long 

after the participation that generated them have ceased. Some of these are open for everyone 

to read (tweets, open forums, blog posts etc), while others are hidden behind digital walls 

(closed forums, Facebook posts only shared with friends, chat rooms etc). The ethics of 

partaking of these artifacts will be discussed in the appropriately named section below. 

For the purposes of this study, simply accessing these artifacts is not sufficient. We also need to 

perform three contextual analyses regarding these artifacts. The first analysis is a rather 

straightforward examination of where these artifacts are found, and any relevant aspects 

pertaining to these localities. The second analysis is of the actors within a given community, in 
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an attempt to identify who are considered senders and receivers, so as to understand the 

process of encoding, decoding and recoding. The third analysis is of how these processes take 

place, and how the text is transformed through the active participation of the communities in 

question. 

The first analysis differs with regards to the three communities. In the case of the Bonfireside 

Chat podcast, the analysis is straightforward indeed, as it is chosen as a representative example 

of a particular voice within a particular community of practice. In the case of EUIV, the sites of 

the Paradox forums5 and the EU4 subreddit6 suggest themselves (see section 6.3) due to their 

levels of activity and the comparatively modest size of the community. In the case of 

Supernatural, things become rather less straightforward, especially when considering the sheer 

volume of participants, channels and voices. As the analysis moves from the particular to the 

general, it assumes that the particular processes taking place on the smaller scale also take 

place on the larger. Which is to say that when it comes to the Supernatural community, 

examining the multitude of instances is more important than the difference between particular 

instances. 

The second analysis follows the same pattern in all three cases. It assumes that there is a text (a 

message, an encoded artifact), and that there are corresponding senders and receivers of this 

text. From this assumption, it continues to identify those who are encoding the text and those 

who are decoding it. This might seem somewhat tautological, but as the discussions in the 

section about modes of reading showed, it is important to keep these things in mind. A 

community is not an undivided whole, and knowing who the actors are is an essential part of 

understanding why they do what they do when they engage with a particular text. 

The third analysis follows from the second. After identifying the who, it is possible to identify 

the what. What happens to the text as it is processed by and within their respective 

communities, and what are these processes? 

                                                           
5 Found here: https://forum.paradoxplaza.com/forum/index.php?forums/europa-universalis-iv.731/ 

6 Reddit.com is a web page for discussing various things. A subreddit is a particular section of Reddit devoted to a 

particular topic – in this case EUIV. It can be found at https://www.reddit.com/r/eu4/ 
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Taken together, these three analyses will shed light on the knowledge processes that takes 

place within communities of practice. We will know where, who and what, and hopefully be 

able to better understand other communities in general. More specifically, we will be able to 

generalize (albeit carefully) about these processes in a broader sense. 

These analyses will be presented in two separate chapters. The first chapter will contain the 

first and second analyses, while the third analysis gets a chapter of its own. The reasons for this 

are mainly logistical, as this mode of presentation makes it clear what happens where, and who 

the relevant actors are. This lets the second part focus on the main topic – knowledge 

processes – without having to introduce the online spaces and actors as the presentation goes 

along. In short, it makes for easier reading. 

6.1 Nuts and bolts 
The previous section covers the structural part of the analysis. This section will cover the more 

nuts and bolt parts of the data collection process. Since the process differs between each case, 

the three artifacts/communities will be discussed separately. The common thread has been the 

tension between participation and reification, and the biggest division line has been which of 

these has been given primary focus. With regards to Bonfireside Chat and EUIV, reification has 

been the focal point; mutatis mutandis for participation and Supernatural. This in order to 

analyze interactions both in perfect tense (reification) and in present tense (participation). 

The Bonfireside Chat podcast is, in this context, not a community, but a standalone artifact. As 

such, no further analysis than a content analysis was performed. A few representative episodes 

were selected and listened to several times. The first round of listening was of an exploratory, 

where I familiarized myself with the format, the creators and the subject matter at hand. The 

subsequent re-listenings were accompanied by note taking, where I noted how the creators 

related to the source material. Further subsequent listenings also noted who, why and when, 

marking the times of each. From these notes, I surmised the general back and forth between 

the podcast creators and the source text. (Patton 2002) 

The analysis of the EUIV community was conducted on two sites, as indicated above. Since both 

the forums and the subreddit are organized by means of pages where new threads 
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(conversations) are added in reverse chronological order, the aforementioned relation between 

participation and reification takes the form of older threads gradually being pushed further and 

further down the page. After a certain number of new posts, a given thread will be delegated 

from the first page to the second page, and then the third, and so forth. Going back through 

these pages is akin to going back through time, through conversations once held. (Herring 

2010) 

Starting from a given point in time, I read all threads on both sites from the point of origin and 

ten pages back (with the exception of a few particularly long threads)7. Additionally, I read a 

large number of so called Developer Diaries, with special emphasis on developer interactions8. 

In every thread, I followed a similar note taking procedure as in the analysis above, surmising 

the general back and forth between developers, players and source text. 

The analysis of the Supernatural community was less focused on content and more focused on 

form, as indicated above. While there is a Supernatural subreddit9, I did not subject it to the 

same level of scrutiny as the EU4 subreddit. Rather, I snowballed what I found, moving from 

one context to another (more often than not by following hyperlinks present on the pages 

themselves), taking note of the general outline of exchanges and interactions. Using the coding 

scheme garnered by the two previously described analyses, I looked for ways that the same 

kinds of back and forth took place, and compared differences and similarities. 

The reasoning behind this approach follows from the fact that season eleven was airing its last 

episodes at the time of writing, and the community was actively responding to these episodes 

as they aired. Limiting myself to a few specific sites would limit the number of real-time 

processing I would have available for study. Given that the focus was on form rather than 

                                                           
7 A cautionary note: for the purposes of this study, ten pages was chosen during the planning stages as an arbitrary 

but convenient number. For those seeking to perform a similar study, trust me when I say that this is a very large 

number of posts, and that you might want to consider a more modest number of pages. 

8 Links to these diaries are helpfully gathered by the developers here 

https://forum.paradoxplaza.com/forum/index.php?threads/europa-universalis-iv-cossacks-and-beyond-

development-diaries.877170/ 

9 Found here https://www.reddit.com/r/Supernatural/ 
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content, the advantages of more data points outweighed the advantages of closer readings of 

fewer such data points. 

6.2 Sample selection 

The internet is vast, meaning any particular selection is fraught with peril. Any choice made is 

also the choice to not analyze a community that could have been chosen instead. Yet I cannot 

examine the internet as a whole, and have to acknowledge the limitations of my capabilities. A 

choice has to be made. 

The choice has been made along the lines of micro-meso-macro. This in order to examine the 

processes on different levels, and to highlight different aspects of different communities of 

practice. On the micro end, the Bonfireside Chat podcast was chosen as a dive into one 

particular site of knowledge processing. The community surrounding Europa Universalis 4 was 

chosen due to the possibility to overview most of what goes on in it, while still not being 

contained to a single unit of analysis. The Supernatural fandom was chosen for its vast scope 

and the variety of ways in which it treats new information. Together, these three form a cross-

section of possible communities of practice – from small and localized to global and wide-

ranging. While they differ in scope, they share enough similarities that the analysis of each will 

shed light on the others, and hopefully on online knowledge processes in general. 

6.3 Methodological weaknesses and possible alternative methods 

As this is not a study of the particular details of the particular communities discussed, some 

nuance will invariably be lost. A detailed analysis of a few select artifacts from each community 

analyzed through the lens of, say, discourse analysis (Wetherell et al 2001) or rhetorical 

criticism (Foss 2009), would most likely yield insights about the discursive processes that are 

not yielded by the method chosen. There is a tradeoff between a nuanced deep understanding 

and the more general outline offered here. Conversely, this general outline opens up for just 

such studies to be conducted in the future. As Patton (2002) puts it: “The complete analysis 

isn’t” (p 431). 
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The gradual escalation of scale and the accompanying decrease of granularity – from the 

detailed analysis of the Bonfireside Chat episodes to the more wide-ranging analysis of the 

various facets of the Supernatural community – has potential a downside, in that it assumes 

that the insights garnered at the micro level can be generalized to the macro level. This, in turn, 

assumes that those things analyzed closely are representative for those things analyzed less 

closely. However, it also allows for examining both knowledge processing and community 

aspects. Again, the tradeoff between nuanced deep understanding and general outlining is at 

play. (Patton 2002) 

An alternate way to go about this would be to interview strategically chosen representative 

participants of these communities about their experiences, identities and insights into the 

processing of knowledge in their respective communities (Kvale & Brinkman 2010). While this 

would generate important insights into the lived experience of the participants, and of the finer 

distinctions and meaning-making signifiers within a given community, it was not within the 

scope of this study to perform such interviews. 

The choices of communities – two about computer games and one about a television series – 

merits mention. There are different modalities and genres when it comes to communities 

learning and assimilating new information, and a case could be made for a study about 

different communities of a less screen-bound type. There is something to be said for Marshall 

McLuhan’s (2003) adage that the medium is the message, and that studying different sites of 

knowledge would have generated more diverse insights. Alas, a choice had to be made. 

A few words about reliability and replicability are in order. The author of this study went into 

the process of analyzing with a measure of pre-existing knowledge about the communities in 

question and the media artifacts they revolve around. This presents a potential weakness, as 

the author might carry biases about these communities, or have access to channels that those 

approaching them for the first time might not have. While the analyses are based on publically 

available data sets (e.g. Reddit, forums, podcasts, fan fiction sites), I wish to mention this in an 

attempt to be as transparent as possible. 
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Thus, I readily acknowledge that I am at a loss when it comes to reconstructing the steps 

leading up to knowing that Reddit is a place to look for online news and conversations (on any 

topic10). The author bias is such that the only way to convey the process is to state that Reddit 

suggests itself (see section 6.1), akin to Wikipedia suggesting itself as a starting point for casual 

inquiries, or libraries suggesting themselves as starting points for more specialized inquiries. 

Indeed, I find it hard to conceive of a method of finding this out that does not involve being told 

that this is the case (like I just told you). However, by acknowledging my potential bias, both 

this study and any attempt to replicate it will be informed by the potential for such bias. 

6.4 Ethical concerns  

As stated in the opening paragraph of this essay, the newness of online spaces is sometimes 

overrated. From this follows that the same ethical concerns apply to researching online spaces 

as offline spaces, albeit with an added emphasis on remembering where the boundaries of 

ethical research lie. The relative ease with which material can be acquired might tempt the 

enthusiastic researcher to partake of or include things which they do not, despite material 

access, have formal access or consent to. Care must be taken that the privacy of individuals is 

respected and that those involved are not coopted to purposes they have not assented to. 

(Vetenskapsrådet 2011) 

As this study does not require the identification of specific individuals to complete its stated 

purpose, any reference to individual statements will be anonymized and generalized to such an 

extent that only the general outline of their contribution to the knowledge processing is 

conveyed. Since direct quotations in some cases can be traced back to their source with the use 

of search engines, statements will be paraphrased in a similar manner. 

In the following, the ethical considerations of each substudy is discussed individually, as they 

each concern different modes of communication and participation in different forums and 

formats. While the overall aims are the same, the specifics differ. 

                                                           
10 There is a subreddit about education. It can be found here: https://www.reddit.com/r/education 
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When it comes to the Bonfireside Chat podcast, its contents can be considered public, as the 

creators have made an effort to edit it to their satisfaction and made it available to anyone with 

the means to partake of it. This resolves the question of access, as their consent to be critically 

and publically engaged is implicit by their efforts to edit and make these artifacts accessible. 

However, care must still be taken so as to acknowledge the intent behind the creation of these 

artifacts (i.e. to not misrepresent or misread them as saying things they do not in fact say), and 

to maintain the anonymity of those casually mentioned in thanks or in passing. That something 

is publicly available does not mean it is fair game to treat it disrespectfully or willy-nilly. 

As a courtesy to the creators and in the process of due diligence, the creators have been asked 

if they have any reservations as to how their work is to be referred to (in a general way). Their 

response has been taken into account, and any statements in conflict with their reservations 

have been edited. 

When it comes to the Europa Universalis 4 community, a large part of the material referenced 

to and processed by the community has a corporation as their source. The more important 

parts of this material comes in the form of patch notes, developer diaries and other 

communications meant to be read by a larger audience. As these take the form of official 

communication from a corporation to a larger audience about their own product, partaking of 

these pose no ethical considerations for the purposes of this study. 

How the community responds to these, on the other hand, does. While the online spaces 

examined (the Paradox subforum about EUIV) and the subreddit devoted to the same topic 

(/r/eu4) can be accessed by anyone who wants to, the individuals who comment there are not 

doing so in an official capacity or with an intent to reach a broader audience. There is some 

ambiguity as to how to view such communications, as they are both private and in public at the 

same time, with arguments going in both directions re their status. Such statements will be 

anonymized and generalized in such a way that they cannot be traced back to their source, yet 

preserving and conveying the general gist of their response to the source material. 
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When it comes to the Supernatural fandom, most aspects that are mentioned above come back 

to haunt us again. On the one hand, the actors themselves (or the social media teams that 

manage their accounts) often make statements to a general audience, and these can safely be 

assumed to be public. On the other hand, the responses to these communications are of a 

somewhat more private nature, and thus to be treated with the same aim to maintain 

anonymity as seen above. On the third hand, the community-generated memes and works take 

up a position between these two. The guiding principle for this essay is to anonymize persons, 

and to source those things that come from larger actors (in the institutional sense). 

7. Analysis 1: Sites of Knowledge 

In this chapter, the various communities of practice will be introduced. It will also introduce the 

texts, the sites of communication for the particular communities, and the actors relevant to 

these communities. As discussed in the chapter of methodology, these are three of the four 

aspects to be analyzed; the fourth, on knowledge processes, will be analyzed and discussed in 

the next chapter. This in order to lay the groundwork for the analysis of these processes, and to 

be able to discuss the similarities and differences between them in an efficient manner. 

7.1 Bonfireside Chat 

The Bonfireside Chat is a podcast made by Cole Ross and Gary Butterfield, which mainly focuses 

on the various iterations of the Souls series. It is a part of a wider community of Souls 

enthusiasts, and regularly invites these enthusiasts to take part in their discussions. The podcast 

is an independent project and not associated with the authors of the Souls games, outside of 

their appreciation and treatment of these games. 

The podcast has two main episode types, which alternates on a fortnightly basis. The first type 

are the main episodes, where the text is analyzed and critiqued in various ways. The second 

type are response episodes, where the podcasters read feedback from their listeners and 

respond to it. This roughly amounts to two episodes of each type a month. 
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The texts which the podcast discusses and decodes are the aforementioned Souls games. These 

take the form of the player character fighting monsters of varying kinds in order to advance the 

storylines. While the fighting aspect is an important component of the games, the main 

component is exploring the different environments found within them. These are deliberately 

crafted to evoke associations and tell stories wordlessly, e.g. by process of environmental 

storytelling. By walking amongst the ruins of lost kingdoms, the player gets a sense of what it 

must have been like to live there before the kingdoms became lost.11 

The podcast discusses all these aspects, including the fact that the creators are aware that 

players in general discuss these aspects. The podcast tries to strike a balance on this issue when 

it covers different areas – when introducing new areas, it addresses these as if the player were 

to enter them for the first time, and then gradually connects the elements within back to earlier 

parts as the listeners become familiar with them. 

From this short description, I hope to have conveyed the text, where and the who. The text is 

the intricate world of the Souls games, the where is the podcast, and the whos are the game 

creators and the podcasters.  

7.2 EUIV 

The main text here is the game in and of itself. The game consists of a multitude of complex 

interrelated systems which all interact in various ways to produce varying results, and a player 

who wishes to play the game successfully needs to acquire an understanding of these systems 

and their interrelations in order to navigate them properly. A player’s ability to decode these 

systems and respond to their changes in a competent way is key to achieving success within the 

frame of the game. 

The EUIV community is primarily found in two locations: on the Paradox forums dedicated to 

the game, and on the subreddit similarly dedicated to it. The forums are of particular 

                                                           
11 There is a definite parallel to the task attempted in this essay. In many cases, the tension between participation 

and reification is dissolved, and we are left only with the reified remains to tell the tale of what happened. It is up 

to the player/reader to interpret these remains to the best of their ability and to use them to build the best cases 

possible for their hypotheses as to what happened. 
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importance, as they are used as a means of communication between developers and players. 

The subreddit does not have the same immediacy of contact between developer and 

community, but is nevertheless an important site for participation and discussion. 

Not all information can be kept relevant through discussion, though, or actualized with both 

speed and accuracy. In order to facilitate more efficient information sharing, a wiki has been set 

up, which is used as a reference resource for questions if and when they arise. 

This leaves us with the text (the game and its systems), the wheres (forums, subreddit and 

wiki), and the whos (developers and players). 

7.3 Supernatural 

Supernatural is a television series sprawling over eleven seasons, covering many topics and 

creating a massive international following. A headcount of this following would give us a result 

in the millions, which makes it difficult to overview the community in its entirety. It can be 

argued that there are in fact many communities, distributed over the world. However, this does 

not prevent us from making more general observations about it that will help us move along. 

One such observation is that the text is not limited to just the episodes themselves. They are 

indeed the most important part of the text, but it extends further than that. The actors (and/or 

their teams) are active on social media, and frequently make statements that in various ways 

relate to the show. Sometimes about the conditions of its production (i.e. behind the scenes 

photos, funny inside jokes), sometimes about the show itself, and sometimes about the 

Fandom. These extracurricular statements, and other statements such as those from the 

producers, are part of the text from the communities’ point of view. 

“Fandom” is a word that the communities have adopted for themselves, and that is used to 

refer to the very active discussions about the show that takes place in various modalities. There 

are podcasts, books, blogs, conventions and a whole host of other sites of discussion about the 

show and aspects related to it. They are all, each in their own way, part of the Fandom. While 

not a formal organization in and of itself, it is sufficiently focused on the show and its 

developments to keep a unified momentum of attention going. 
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Given that there is not one singular place where fan activity takes place, fans are free to attend 

whichever places they deem interesting. On Facebook, there are countless pages dedicated to 

posting nothing but memes about various aspects of the show (the actors, recent episodes, 

strange happenings and findings etc). The same goes for blogs (both on and off tumblr). There 

are also a number of fan fiction sites which host a large number of stories. There is no one 

particular place where all fans are gathered, and any understanding of the fandom has to be 

based on the grounds that it is fragmented by individual preferences. 

This leaves us with the text (the episodes, the extended universe and the social media activities 

of the actors/producers), the wheres (facebook, fan fiction sites, reddit, tumblr, blogs) and the 

whos (producers, actors, fans). 

8. Analysis 2: Knowledge processes 

According to Hall (1980), there are three modes of reading: hegemonic, negotiated and 

oppositional. These three modes all require a level of engagement with the text being read; the 

only way to not get a reading is to not read. Neither of these readings are “wrong”, since they 

all lead to an understanding of the text – albeit at times an understanding that the authors did 

not intend or foresee. 

According to Wenger (1998), communities of practice over time tend to develop their own 

identities and their own shared understandings of what they do. Not only because the 

communities get better at what they do (and thus change to accommodate these new skillsets), 

but also because their members internalize the ways things are done. New becomes old, old 

becomes obvious, obvious becomes taken for granted. Knowledge is accumulated, made part of 

the social fabric, and used as a basis for accumulating more knowledge. 

If we combine these two notions, we have a model for understanding the knowledge processes 

we are about to examine. The different readings open up for the possibility of new readings of 

established (hegemonic) texts, and the existence of multiple communities of practice open up 

for different reads on what is established and what is not. Given that those encoding an artifact 
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are not always from the same community of practice as those decoding it, the possibilities of 

creative readings lie inherent within the very conditions of reading itself. 

8.1 Bonfireside Chat 
The Bonfireside Chat sets out to do a negotiated reading of the Souls games. This might seem 

surprising, given its format – following the path that a player who plays in a more or less linear 

way would/might take through the game, describing the environments and lore aspects as they 

are encountered, using the information that has already been uncovered. If anything, this might 

seem to be the paradigmatic example of a hegemonic reading – a straight retelling of the games 

in another modality. And while it might be the closest thing you might come to playing the 

game without actually playing it, it is precisely at this point that the negotiated aspects come 

into play. In the translation between modalities, the podcasters choose what to bring and what 

to leave out, what is important and what is not. Over the years, the podcasters have 

established routines and (if ever so informal) conventions for how this selection process takes 

place. It cannot but be a negotiated read, and the podcasters are aware of this. 

Again, this is not a bad thing – a negotiated understanding of a text is not functionally different 

than a hegemonic one. But it is important to underscore this inherent negotiation that comes 

with translation, and that this also comes with the translating work that communities of 

practice engender with regards to their texts. Negotiation is not a function of misunderstanding 

– negotiation is a function of bringing particular understandings to bear on a particular text. 

Negotiation is a function of learning. 

This is accentuated by the fact that the creators of the game (From Software) are aware that 

players will read the game this way, and writes it in order to facilitate such readings. Not to 

make the reading easier or to provide answers, but to continually invoke a sense of wonder at 

the scale of the imaginary worlds hinted at throughout the experience of walking through 

them. Through strategic uses of in-game text, dialogues with non-player characters and item 

placements, players are encouraged to perform speculative readings as they go along, both on 

their first playthroughs and on subsequent re-plays. 
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As the podcast explores the game worlds and their complex implied backstories, it changes the 

games. Both by influencing the community surrounding it, and by being remembered the next 

time a player engages with the games. Aspects that were not seen before are now seen, subtle 

hints become less subtle, contexts become more cotextual. As the podcasters draw upon more 

resources and weave them into their discussions, these tools become available for fan 

interpretations of the game upon encountering it again later. While it might be true that, as 

Heraclitus put it, one cannot step into the same river twice, it is possible to gain an 

understanding of how waters flow. 

This forms a bond between game and podcast, and extends the experience of engaging with 

the game lore beyond mere playing. In the act of decoding the game and relaying their 

interpretations, the podcasters in a sense becomes a part of the text they decode. The lines 

between the creators of the games and the consumers (i.e. players) is blurred, as players have 

the option to experience the games both with and without the extra layer of the podcast’s 

treatments of them. If we were to apply the magic bullet perspective (as described above) on 

this, the analysis would simply be that there is more content to consume; the fact that some of 

it is produced by other consumers/fans is beside the point. Or, to paraphrase an oft repeated 

statement from the podcast: the best reward in a good game is more game. 

The effort to translate game into spoken word does not only convey the contents of the games, 

but qualitatively adds to them and ever so subtly becomes a part of them. Fan explorations and 

interpretations of the core text becomes possible avenues for continuing one’s experience of 

the narrative begun by the producers. While the podcasters efforts are more akin to exegesis 

than fan fiction proper, they nevertheless contribute to the extended experience in the same 

manner. 

8.2 EUIV 
Europa Universalis 4 is a different game, in that it relies more on its internal systems than its 

story to do what it does. While it is set in a historical setting, it is not a representation of the 

(hi)story as we know it, and does not rely on knowing the circumstances that led to the current 

state of things. A player does not need to know the specifics about the historical colonization of 
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the Americas to have their in-game nation perform it with efficiency and alacrity. The player 

does, however, need to understand the systems which the game uses to represent the process 

of colonization, and these are a different story. 

Most discussions within the community tend to be related to these systems and subsystems, 

and how to manage them in particular situations. In order to avoid having to have the same 

discussions over and over and over again, a wiki has been built up around the game, containing 

both basic and advanced topics. While a new member asking how a particular system works 

might sometimes be answered in-depth by a helpful fellow member, such questions are more 

often than not responded to with a link to said wiki. Both because the systems are complex 

enough that even a cursory explanation takes effort to produce, and because learning to 

consult the wiki is an important skill upon further engagement with the game. A new player 

setting out to learn the game is prone to have more than one question, and these questions 

tend to cluster around the same general points of interest.12 

The community around the game has developed a rather specialized vocabulary in order to 

communicate efficiently about the systems found within. Some of it consists of abbreviations to 

make it faster to invoke certain key elements, such as AE for Aggressive Expansion, OE for 

Overextension, and HRE for the Holy Roman Empire. Some of it is less straightforward, such as 

calling France BBB (Big Blue Blob) by virtue of France’s frequent status as an in-game 

superpower. Some of it is of a “you had to be there” nature, such as Ulm and Ryukyu being 

regarded as in-game superpowers, regardless of their actual prowess compared to other 

nations. 

The more technical aspects of this vocabulary are used by the developers in their official 

communications, sometimes by virtue of them coining it, sometimes by process of adoption. 

The less technical aspects, however, remain properties of the community, giving rise to slightly 

                                                           
12 It is interesting to note that the wiki is primarily game-focused. While this is not surprising in and of itself, it is 

surprising that it pays very little attention to the historical setting in which the game takes place. That is, you will 

not find details on the Thirty Years’ War from a historical perspective within the wiki, but you will find strategies 

and helpful information related to winning said war inside the frame of (and using the systems within) the game.  
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different language uses between community and developers. While some of it is due to these 

less technical aspects, such as calling France “Baguette” (not a best practice in international 

consumer relations), other differences follow from a difference in understanding of what the 

game is and should be. There is a tension between community and developers – decoders and 

encoders – with regard to the interpretation of the text as such. There is room for interrogation 

and interpretation. 

This tension exists at the level of game systems as well. These systems are as they are, and 

players have to play using the rules as they are written. The game as a coherent whole is a text 

which the players have to decode. On the one hand, the developers have an intent in having 

coded the game in the particular way it is encoded. On the other hand, the game is complex 

enough to produce unintended outcomes (glitches), and players can use (exploit) these as they 

see fit. In some ways, it can be said that players have a better understanding of the game than 

the developers, and that their strategic deployment of these in-game exploits is a display of 

literacy with regards to the game systems. The fact that the developers didn’t intend for the 

game to be played that way is beside the point – it can be played that way, and players will play 

it accordingly in order to achieve their goals. 

The community often responds in one of two ways to such glitches and exploit. One way is to 

disregard these as illegitimate cheats that are not in the spirit of how things are meant to be 

done (most often in the case of exploits that make it too easy to accomplish certain goals). 

Another way is to view them as legitimate (albeit creative) ways of achieving the goals at hand, 

and to discuss ways to maximize the efficiency gained from these exploits. It differs from case 

to case, but this suggests the coexistence of hegemonic, negotiated and oppositional readings 

of the same text within the community. 

The developers, too, respond to the existence of these glitches and exploits. By making changes 

to the game, the developers can either make it harder or impossible to continue to use 

strategies that depend on these glitches/exploits, and thus reassert the hegemonic reading. 

Naturally, such changes are subject to discussions, disagreements and at times 

disengagements, and these exchanges give rise to new discussions about how the game is 
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meant to be played. Neither the game nor the understanding of it is static, and both develop 

over time. 

Over the years, the developers have made several overhauls of the core game and its systems. 

These overhauls come in the form of patches and expansions. Patches are free updates to the 

game which fixes bugs (glitches), makes adjustments to the various systems in order to make 

them work better, and adds new systems to improve the game experience. To use a textual 

metaphor: they can be seen as revised editions of the game. Expansions cost money, and add 

even more systems on top of those already present.13 These additional systems are not 

required to play the game, and those who do not want them (or the added complexity they 

bring) can abstain from them. 

These patches and expansions are heated topics of discussion. In the stages prior to their 

release, the developers write so called Developer Diaries, where they outline their general 

thought processes about the coming updates, and try to garner enthusiasm among community 

members regarding these. In the hours leading up to patch releases, the developers publish so 

called patch notes, which spell out in detail all the various changes that have been made. All 

along the way, the players voice their opinions about these diaries, notes and changes. 

To use another textual metaphor: the game is a living document. And the developers try to 

include the community in its development. By inviting players to participate in discussions 

about the current state of the game and the future trajectory of it, the developers hope to 

enthuse these same players about the game. The text is not yet written, and by making their 

voices heard, the community can have their say with regards to how the document continues 

to grow. The development process is also a process of negotiation, as it were. What the game 

is, what the game ought to be and what changes should be made to it are all topics of ongoing 

                                                           
13 There have been considerable debates over such paid expansions (or, as they are also known, DLCs) in the 

gaming community more generally, with opinions both in favor and against. These debates are outside the scope 

of this essay, but they are an interesting example of the negotiations between fans and producers as to how 

games/text are to be consumed. 
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discussion, and neither of these are written in stone. The game as a social text is an artifact with 

many coauthors. 

Paradoxically, the developers do not have a monopoly on developing the game even on the 

level of code. So called modders (players with coding skills) have the ability to make changes 

and adjustments to many aspects of the game, from the way it looks to the way the systems 

behave and interact. This ability is built in to the game and supported by the developers, who 

give modders the tools to do the changes they do. Most mods (short for modifications) are 

small and change relatively little, while others are comprehensive overhauls that add many 

more systems and mechanics.14 If the game is deemed insufficient or lacking in some respect, 

modders can add or complement the base game, given enough literacy and coding 

competency. These, too, are negotiated readings. And writings. 

8.3 Supernatural 
The Supernatural Fandom includes all the elements described above, mutatis mutandis, applied 

to a much larger scale. The reason for placing this segment last is that you, as a reader, now 

know the general gist of what is to follow. There is a whole apparatus of knowledge processing 

taking place among Supernatural fans. There are podcasts about Supernatural that more or less 

follow the same line as Bonfireside Chat, some corporate sponsored, others works of 

enthusiasm. There are wikis (plural) devoted to the show, its backstory and various peripheral 

details deemed important enough to document. There are special vocabularies for invoking 

specific narrative aspects quickly. There are group discussions about what new episodes mean, 

how they relate to older episodes, how the show is progressing etc. There are even modders. 

Of course, they are not called “modders” within this context. Rather, they are called “fan fiction 

writers”. A work of fan fiction is, as the name implies, fiction that is written by a fan, set within 

the same narrative universe as the original works. These works can be of all types, to faithful 

imitations of the originals in terms of style, themes and (sometimes) production values, to less 
                                                           
14 Some players play the game exclusively with such comprehensive mods activated, and rarely engage with 

unmodified versions of the game. There are, so to speak, communities within the community, where certain 

readings are more preferred than others. Some such mods began as modifications of EU3, and migrated to EUIV 

when the newer game was released. In some respects, EUIV has always been a negotiated text. 
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faithful flights of fancy and wish fulfillment. Fan fiction takes the settings and characters of the 

original works, and reimagines them in new ways. 

Given the long history of Supernatural (as of writing these words, the eleventh season is fast 

approaching its finale), there is ample source material to base a work of fan fiction on for those 

inclined to do so. It can either take the form of speculations of what happens after the season 

has ended, or of alternate points of view with regards to earlier events, or of things that 

happened where there is a gap in the source material (Jenkins 2006). It can also just take the 

characters and run with them, letting creativity rather than strict adherence to source material 

lead the way. Regardless of which, there is an audience for both (Herbig and Hermann 2016).  

These writings give rise to the question of what is canon15 and what is not. What is and is not 

canon can be a disputed issue, both with regards to fan fiction and to the source material itself. 

While most fan fiction falls outside the notion of being canon by virtue of being fan fiction, it is 

not unheard of for fan fiction to be adopted as canonical (or as new works in their own right)16. 

More pressingly, canon can be disputed by comparing the source material to itself (i.e. in terms 

of earlier episodes) and pointing out inconsistencies and discontinuities. Following the logic 

that both A and not-A cannot be true at the same time, fans can make the case that certain 

things are canon and others not. Whether they make a good case or not depends on their 

ability to mobilize knowledge about these older episodes in a compelling way. In either case, 

interpretive work is taking place. 

Another way the Fandom uses to mobilize knowledge about previous episodes is so called 

memes. Memes are pictures of things related to the show (actors, settings, recognizable iconic 

items etc.), which are adorned with text snippets that in some way relate to the show. 

Together, the picture and text invoke certain phrases or episodes, and relate them to whatever 

                                                           
15 Canon, in this sense, means what is known about the fictional world as told by authoritative and legitimate 

sources. i.e. the official episodes or the words of the creators. 

16 I would be amiss to not mention that Fifty Shades of Grey (James 2011) began as a work of fan fiction about 

Twilight (Meyer 2005).  
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is depicted – sometimes in a straight fashion, other times with a more ironic bent. Memes are 

commonly shared on various social media sites and seen by a large number of people. 

These memes serve several intertwined functions. One is to remind fans of the specific story 

element by quoting or referring to it, and thus make these elements present in the here and 

now. Another is to reinforce the sense of community with those who also see it, and also 

recognize the invoked elements. A third is to provide topics and spaces for discussion about 

these elements (especially on Facebook, where every shared item has a comment section 

available to participants). A fourth is to gain fame within the Fandom or parts of it (good 

memes are shared over large distances). A fifth, finally, is to simply amuse. 

The multiplicity of functions of these memes gives them significance as tools of social cohesion, 

knowledge sharing and interpretive ideation. After seeing one meme, a member might build 

upon it in the creation of other memes, thus entering into a dialogue with the original meme. 

After seeing this, a third member might decide to contribute with a meme of their own. This 

process has the capacity to become iterative, generating a large number of cross-referencing 

artifacts, in-jokes and particular turns of discourse. The end result of such an iterative process is 

a community-specific vocabulary, where words, phrases and imagery have received special 

meaning to Fandom members. 

The speed with which these memes are created and propagated is an integral part of this 

iterative process. It takes relatively short time from someone noticing something within an 

episode, to this same someone posting a meme about it to the more general community. At 

times, it can be a matter of minutes. While any one meme is unlikely to reach the majority of all 

fans, the sheer numbers of them mean that any given member can spend hours and hours 

perusing these memes – both from recent episodes, and those accumulated from episodes and 

seasons past. The iterations are at the same time both up to date and hard to retrace 

systematically (Hills 2015). 

This added layer of community discourse feeds back on the experience of watching the show, in 

a similar fashion as the Bonfireside Chat. It is no longer a work unto itself, to be understood as 
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an independent artifact where it is left to critics to provide context. The context is already 

prewritten, as it were, and Fandom members immersed within this context will read old and 

new episodes through the lenses provided by it. The more creative members will also have 

their meme creation programs of choice at the ready to be able to create new memes as fast as 

possible. The producers are not alone in writing their show, and have to contend with not 

having sole access to what is considered a hegemonic reading. 

This is not a unique feature of the Supernatural fandom, as studies of other fandoms have 

shown (Jenkins 2006). The producers are often attentive to what the communities have to say 

and write references to previous or ongoing discussions into the episodes (at times more or less 

subtly). The producers can also anticipate that certain things will spark more heated discussions 

than others, and edit the episodes in such a way that these noteworthy aspects are highlighted 

in order to promote such discussions. There exists a feedback loop between production and 

reception – a dialogue, so to speak. 

It should not come as a surprise that such a complex interrelation between encoders and 

decoders blurs the lines of authorship somewhat. Even less so that the act of watching a new 

episode is not as simple as simply letting it unfold – it is a complex interplay between what is 

interesting given the community context, and what is necessary to know in order to keep up 

with the impending memes and discussions. And at this point, we have gone full circle – we 

have reached what Dewey meant in the quote at the top of this essay: the elusive interplay 

between the interesting and the necessary. 

9. Discussion  

Being a fan of something – a book series, a computer game, a television show – is moving 

towards not being limited to simply liking this something. It implies (but does not necessitate, I 

hasten to add) a deeper commitment to this particular something and the context surrounding 

it in an effort to understand it better or more fully. While this certainly is not a new insight – as 

literary critics such as Matthew Arnold (1875/2010) was keen to remark as early as the 19th 
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century – the tools afforded us by communication technologies make it possible to access and 

contribute to these contexts in faster and cheaper ways. 

The concept of communities of practice gives us a tool to understand these contexts as they 

exist and emerge in our physical and/or digital surroundings. Moreover, it gives us as 

pedagogues and practitioners of educational science ways to understand ways of achieving 

literacy that are in many respects parallel to the teaching of literacy in the current curricula and 

associated textbooks (Schmidt 2013). Many of the skills necessary to effectively play Europa 

Universalis 4 – the abilities to grasp complex systems, to seek out reference works (i.e. the 

wiki), to put general information into context in order to achieve specific goals – are explicitly 

stated as skills a pupil is supposed to have attained after completing compulsory education. The 

same goes for the skills put to work within the Supernatural Fandom – such as reading and 

decoding cultural artifacts and using them to make literary arguments based on the facts that 

are present within the source material. These literacies can be abstracted from the 

communities they were incubated in and turned into more generalized skillsets. 

This is not meant to be a reductive statement along the lines of “just let the pupils play 

computer games or watch television instead of doing homework”. Rather, it is meant as an 

expansion upon the Dewey quote at the top of this essay. Learning happens in the interplay 

between those things interesting and necessary, and those things deemed interesting and 

necessary are deemed as such with reference to the communities of practice a particular 

person is embedded in. By understanding these and how these communities work – with or 

without social media – educators might find new ways to engage and stimulate the young 

minds in their charge.  

This is an invitation to reexamine knowledge acquisition and what is (and isn’t) considered valid 

displays of mastery. Both in Hall’s (1980) sense that even oppositional readings are displays of 

having understood a text, and in Schmidt (2013) and Andersson’s (2013) sense that many 

instances of literacy are orthogonal to what is expected of a pupil. It is very possible to have 

acquired a skill in a certain context and not be able to translate it another. Such as, for instance, 

be able to write a fan fiction story that is coherent with the source material and expands upon 
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it in narratively interesting ways, but not to be able to write a summary of a book assigned in a 

school setting. The difference lies not in the ability to write, but in the context within which the 

ability is asked to be displayed. A piece of fan fiction might reach hundreds of readers; a book 

report only one. And to turn in a piece of fan fiction when a book report is expected is, again, 

orthogonal. Context matters. 

We might also imagine a book report that summarizes the book, its context, its fan context and 

(if applicable) additional readings by efforts such as the Bonfireside Chat. Would such a report 

constitute a successful display of mastery and understanding with regards to the book and its 

place in the world, or a failure to fulfill the assignment? Would a meme that, through two 

juxtaposed pictures and twenty carefully chosen words, makes visual the themes and 

contradictions of the book be a valid response to such an assignment? What kinds of literacy 

are pupils expected to display? What kinds of literacy are they allowed to display? 

Another example of this is the use of Wikipedia as a source. Being able to consult reference 

resources when a question arises is a vital skill, and even more so the ability to differentiate 

between helpful and unhelpful information found within such resources. Given enough time 

and interest, a pupil will find that they have exhausted the limits of Wikipedia and need to turn 

to other sources to pursue their accumulation of knowledge – such as the specialized wiki in 

our analysis above, or the sources listed below the particular Wikipedia articles they have read. 

Or the local library, and the resources contained within. If and when Wikipedia becomes 

insufficient, other resources will be sought out. If the pupil is at this point has access to helpful 

educators and librarians who understand the situation and can help facilitate the search for 

such resources, much of the groundwork of their future literacy is laid. 

The point here is not to extol the virtues of Wikipedia in particular or online databases in 

general, but to refocus on what pupils are meant to learn through participating in school 

activities. If the aim is to teach them how to consult reference resources, then denying them 

the use of such resources is counterintuitive at best and disingenuous at worst. To repeat a 

point made above, it makes the acquisition of a particular skill outside of school settings 

orthogonal to the teaching of these same skills within the educational settings that are explicitly 
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designed to teach them. Learning becomes an oppositional reading. This cannot possibly be the 

intended outcome. 

At its very worst, such a split between school knowledge and skill acquisition can lead to 

alienation from the whole concept of formal education altogether. As the pupil tie themselves 

closer to the contexts and communities that provide them with meaning, identity and useful 

skills, these communities become the hub for these important aspects of their life. Whether 

they join a gang, become radicalized political extremists or simply write large amounts of 

Supernatural fan fiction is beside the point – the point being that the ambition to provide 

meaningful education has, for all intents and purposes, failed. 

This essay has primarily concerned itself with online artifacts and communities. It has also been 

informed that online and offline communities work in similar ways, such as outlined by Wenger 

(1998). The close readings done in the Bonfireside Podcast would apply the same tools even if 

they were performed off the air/line; the discussions about how to manage the complexities of 

EU4 would revolve around the same issues and stratagems if the participants met in a campus 

study room; the discussions about the narrative implications of a new Supernatural episode 

would be well suited for a seminar of comparative literature. The attention, time and effort put 

into these discussions have not been made qualitatively different by the advent of social media 

– only less labor intensive. The skills acquired by engaging with these artifacts are no less valid 

for having a digital component to them. They just need to be acknowledged as such: skills. 

I would not be so bold as to assert the need for an oppositional reading of formal education, 

along the lines of Ivan Illich (1971). This study does not have enough data to make such claims, 

seeing as I have primarily analyzed forum posts, fan fiction, memes and podcast episodes. 

Indeed, analyzing these data points in and of themselves is not sufficient to make any claims at 

all about educational practices. But my analysis suggests the possibility of a negotiated reading, 

in light of the orthogonal literacies inherent in the analyzed practices. It is my hope that this 

suggestion is acted upon by practitioners closer to the sites of knowledge than I am. 



 

44 

 

It is not a new thought that context and knowledge go hand in hand, and the introduction of 

social media into our everyday lives does not change the relationship between the two. Practice 

sounds similar to praxis, and it would not be an outrageous claim to say that Aristotle wrote the 

first books on social media (2002, 2007). Getting past the newness of social media and getting 

back to basics – people gathering together to tell interesting and amusing stories – would go a 

long way in getting to work on realizing the so oft promised learning potential of our brave new 

information technologies. Perhaps in the way Salvati (2015) describes, where the illusion of 

speaking with authority is replaced with an ambition to tell good stories – and to learn along 

the way, together with those who gather around to listen. 

10. Conclusions 
Communities of practice are groups of people who perform activities together over time. The 

shared experience of performing these activities over time form a shared understanding within 

the group. This understanding is then applied by the members to both the activity at hand and 

to the general lived context as a whole. The understandings built within communities of 

practice can form specialized vocabularies and habits, that require an in-depth understanding 

of these communities to grasp, and which constitute an in-depth understanding in their own 

right. 

A community of practice is generally focused on the task at hand (that is to say, the practice), 

and the vocabularies and habits formed within these communities tend to relate to these 

practices. In the cases described in this essay, the tasks at hand have been to engage with 

media artifacts of different kinds, and to perform various readings of these. In the case of the 

Bonfireside Chat, the task has been (and is) to deepen the understanding of the fictional worlds 

found and hinted at within the Souls series of games; in the case of EUIV, the task has been 

(and is) to master or alter the various systems that make up the game; and in the case of 

Supernatural, the task has been (and is) to share and deepen the excitement of watching the 

story unfold. For each task, suitable tools, skillsets and places to exchange information have 

been built. 
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The shared understandings, specialized tools and meeting spaces are all specific to their 

communities, and have limited usefulness outside these communities. The skills fostered within 

them, however, can be generalized and applied elsewhere. An understanding of the knowledge 

processes that take place within these communities (and others like them) is useful for 

generalizing these skillsets – and for developing these same skills in educational settings which 

might not otherwise recognize them. 

We can understand online knowledge processes as social attempts to make sense of new 

information that is given to or acquired by particular communities of practice. Given that online 

spaces and communities tend to be specialized towards achieving certain goals or 

understanding certain artifacts, the knowledge processing taking place within them is also 

directed at these goals. The main point of content is how the new information relates to the 

body of accumulated information and knowledge, and how it can be put to use in furthering the 

aforementioned goals. As a byproduct of integrating such information, skills are developed, 

both by engaging with the information as such, and by the act of communicating the results of 

such engagements. The end result from all these negotiated readings is the ability to perform 

further negotiated readings. 

As to how the acquisition of knowledge and skills through such online processes relate to 

formal education, it depends not on the online processes, but on the educational institutions. 

While the curricula might not include watching television series or playing computer games, 

they might be expanded to include the orthogonal literacies gained from engaging with such 

(and similar) media artifacts. The same goes for classroom practices, depending on local 

circumstances and practitioners. 

Knowing is a social activity, and participating in knowledge work is often synonymous with 

participating with others who engage in similar works. Whether it be about computer games, 

television shows or the philosophy of Aristotle is beside the point. The point being to engage 

that interplay between interest and necessity, and to keep going. 
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